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BAKED BEANO


Take a can of luncheon meat, slice thickly and spread with French mustard. Fry until lightly browned. Heat one can baked beans, add a grated onion and dash of Worcester sauce. Arrange luncheon meat slices artfully around edge of a heatproof dish and pile bean mixture into centre. Sprinkle with grated cheese and grill until bubbling.


It's an easy dish, Stella. Even you can manage this one.


Regards,


Dad


Robert is seventeen minutes late. This doesn't count as properly late. Seventeen minutes can be lost while you're hunting for car keys, or reading on the loo. It's easy to forget, for seventeen minutes, that a friend is making you lunch.


This meal with Robert, it's nothing serious. It's a light lunch. He's been coming to me for flute lessons for two years, since before the birth of his twins and his break-up with Verity. He's drunk my coffee, my wine, flicked through my CDs and once blurted out, ‘I don't think of you just as my teacher.’


‘Don't you?’ I asked.


His brown eyes were steady and sad-looking. ‘I can



talk to you, Stella,’ he added, as if he'd had to muster courage to say this.


‘Come over,’ I said, ‘next Saturday. I'll make us some lunch. We could go for a walk, head down to the beach ...’


‘Are you sure? Don't want to put you to any—’


‘You're not,’ I said, and hugged him as he left. He kissed me lightly on the cheek.


The smile was still hovering on my face when I glimpsed my distorted reflection in the kettle. It lingered there, an excited child's smile, even as I tried to swipe it away with the back of my hand. I couldn't remember the last time I'd invited anyone to anything.


I turn off the heat and scrape the bottom of the pot with a wooden spoon. I'm not making Dad's Baked Beano but wild mushroom risotto. I prowled around Roots and Fruits after work on Friday and bought fancy mushroom varieties: porcini, shiitake, oyster. They looked like curls of flesh in their brown paper bags, and smelt of dampforests. I also made chicken stock, some of which is left in the jug, and has a stagnant-dishwater look about it.


With risotto, timing is crucial. Already it's the wrong side of gloopy. You could imagine it setting inside you, clutching your vital organs, requiring an abdominal operation to remove it. I taste it, and it's still passable, although perhaps too pungently cheesy. Does Robert like risotto? I know he's a regular consumer of take-aways – the menu's Sellotaped to a kitchen cupboard – and drives a dented Fiat Panda with two oily-looking child seats jammed into the back. I know this vehicle is marred with spilt milk, gnawed plastic toys and two –



handled baby cups flung down and forgotten, their contents yellowing under the seats. He prefers having lessons here now. He said, ‘I like your place, Stella. It's peaceful. Calm. It does me good, just being here.’


I know all these details about Robert. But I don't know his feelings about Parmesan.


Through my kitchen window fine rain has darkened the descending tumble of slate roofs. The proud, redbrick houses look like they've been dropped randomly, then clamoured to grab their share of sea view. Wedged between them, more than a mile away, is my skinny sliver of sea.


Robert is twenty-nine minutes late. He's not hunting for car keys or even snared in Saturday traffic. Gluey rice has attached itself to the roof of my mouth. I push it off with my tongue, but my mouth still feels as if it needs cleaning with a high-pressure hose. The risotto looks like something you'd pour on to a garden path to stop weeds sprouting.


In the bathroom I inspect my face, which looks hot and damp from hanging over the bubbling pan. I blot myself with a flannel. My fingers stink of Parmesan. I squirt on lime-scented liquid soap – ‘Healing Garden’, it's called – and scrub with the nailbrush, but the Parmesan smell won't go away.


My hair, which I blow-dried in a carefree manner, slumps dolefully round my face. I fluff it forward, which makes it look too bushy. I examine my teeth, baring them like a fierce dog. It's a cool September afternoon. The sky is pale grey, flat as a bedsheet. A small breeze sneaks in through the bathroom window, wafting the white gauze blind.


I check the street from the living room. A removal van struggles up the hill and judders to a halt in front of next door. On its side is a slogan: ‘Movers & Shakers’. There's a picture of two men in dungarees, holding a sofa above their heads as if it's virtually weightless – a sofa-shaped cloud. The drawn men look infinitely capable. You'd trust them to move your entire life, even your precious things. They'd treat your possessions with respect.


A short man with a chunky body springs out of the van and marches along next door's path. He hammers on the door and steps back to peer at the upstairs windows. He bangs again, then shouts, ‘Hello?’ into the sky, to the weaving seagulls.


A second man clambers out. ‘What's going on?’ he yells. ‘Aren't they answering, or what?’ He's wearing a green-and-white football top – Plymouth Argyle – and looks vaguely malnourished. Neither resembles the men on the side of the van. ‘Try the back,’ he instructs the other.


‘Where's the back?’


‘Round the back, where d'you expect?’


I'm itching to go out and direct these men into the alley that leads to the overgrown path at the bottom of our back gardens. I want to quiz them – find out who my new neighbours might be. My mind conjures a pleasing image of an amiable young couple, both of whom – inspired by my playing, which drifts through our adjoining wall – block-book me for indefinite weekly flute lessons.


The chunky man is leaning against the van, smoking furiously. He directs his gaze into my living room



window and narrows his eyes. I shuffle together an unwieldy pile of flute solos and duets, which I'm sorting for next week's private lessons. Dad's handwritten recipe lies beside its ripped envelope on the table. Years ago, when I'd just left home and he'd started to send them – perhaps fearing, rather belatedly, that I might be incapable of looking after myself – I noticed he always used the same kind of crinkly paper. The tiny type at the bottom of each sheet read, ‘finest onionskin’. I imagined raw onions being churned up in some gigantic blender, spread thinly on wire racks and dried in a low heat. I nibbled the corner of a recipe – Baked Gammon with Tangy Marmalade Sauce – to see if it tasted oniony. It was just paper, lightly smoked by Dad's Café Crème cigars.


I tap out Robert's number. Hello, we're not here right now. Please leave your name, number and time of calling … The voice sounds like someone at work who leads teams, which is what Robert does (I've never quite figured out what his teams actually do). And he's still ‘we’, even though Verity and the kids moved out just before Christmas. Robert joked, ‘She timed it to get out of buying me a present.’ He was laughing, but his whole body seemed crushed. He hasn't been a ‘we’ for nine months. I bang down the phone without leaving a message, then fold the recipe over and over until it's a tiny square, thin as a fingernail. ‘Thanks, Dad,’ I murmur.


My father is Frankie Moon, front-man of 1970s show Frankie's Favourites and inventor of whizzy implements such as the Nine-nozzle Piper: an enormous syringe-like gadget that you could imagine being useful if you ever needed to tranquillize a buffalo. They're so



long ago, the TV years, that sometimes I wonder if I've remembered it all wrong, and that Dad was something more ordinary, like a plumber, or worked for the council. It hardly seems possible that a broderie-anglaise bra with tiny pink rosebuds stitched between the cups was posted through our letterbox, accompanied by a fan letter scrawled in splodgy green ink. ‘Beware the green Biro,’ Dad would say, when stuff like that happened. ‘Bloody loonies and crazies.’ I knew, though, that he relished the attention. His cheeks would puff up, and turn slightly pink, as if they'd been inflated with my bicycle pump.


Robert is forty-eight minutes late, which counts as so late he's not coming. Anything could have happened – some child-related emergency. Aren't toddlers always falling over and damaging themselves? I've seen Robert in town, clutching the twins’ reins, the boys tangling themselves up like wild puppies. That's it: Verity phoned him in a panic. They're at A and E with one of the boys dripping blood on to the waiting-area floor. Of course he's forgotten about our lunch. Anyone would, if their screaming child was having his forehead repaired. They wouldn't be thinking, Stella cooked a whole blasted chicken on Saturday so she could boil up the carcass for stock. I must abandon my injured son for a wild mushroom risotto.


I pour the remains of the stock down the sink, and scrape the solidified rice into the kitchen bin, where it lands with a disappointed plop.


‘Sorry to disturb you,’ says the man in the Plymouth top, hovering uncomfortably on my front step. His ja



is spattered with coarse hairs, which have sprung, black and defiant, from milky skin.


‘That's okay,’ I say.


‘Seen anyone next door, love? We're doing a removal. Woman's not shown up. We've got all her gear in that van.’ He exhales noisily through the gap between his front teeth.


‘Sorry, I didn't even know there were new tenants. The house has been empty for ages.’


He glances up at threatening clouds. ‘Christ, we'll just have to unload it into the garden. Haven't got time to hang about. We've another job at four.’


‘But it's raining,’ I protest. ‘You can't leave everything outside.’ It's the light, steady kind that doesn't feel like much but has a sly way of drenching you.


‘Not my problem, love. That's what you get in this game – having to deal with that sort.’


I frown at him. ‘What sort?’


‘Imbeciles,’ he declares, strutting back to the van, where his accomplice is hauling a battered brown armchair, its overstuffed arms looking like mottled sausage rolls, on to the pavement.


Someone's things are out there, being drizzled on: more armchairs – one deep purple, another the pallid hue of an ill person's face – and a standard lamp with a faded pink shade, edged with a thick strip of Dalmatian fur. Rolled-up rugs have been propped against the house. A white Christmas tree has been bound tightly with rope to stop its branches escaping.


There are boxes and boxes of what look like books. Later, when I peer out again, one's been knocked over.



They're not books but records, spilt from their sleeves on to the small square of pink gravel in front of the house. Mrs Lawrence, the previous tenant, had the gravel laid so it wouldn't need weeding, but dock leaves and dandelions still forced their way through.


To stop myself spying on the removal men I pick up the phone to call Robert again, then decide there's no point. He'll still be at A and E having his little boy's head fixed. In the kitchen I pile fancy mushrooms between slices of bread. They're so bouncy and light, it's like eating a foam sandwich.


A trace of sunlight struggles through the clouds. Rainbow weather. Mum used to say that rainbows were magical: ‘If you see one,’ she'd say, ‘it means something wonderful is about to happen.’ We'd spotted one the day my brother Charlie won cinema tickets in the South Devon Echo's kids’ quiz. Dad was away filming – he never came to the cinema with us anyway – so Mum took us to see The Railway Children at the Royale.


I'd put on my best pinafore with the huge purple flowers and picked a clashing buttercup yellow shirt to wear underneath. Going out with Mum felt special – almost birthday-special. In the plush foyer of the Royale, I noticed a man staring at her. He was surrounded by braying children demanding Butterkist popcorn and sweet cigarettes from the kiosk. Despite the mayhem around him, his gaze was firmly fixed upon Mum's pale brown bare legs. It was as if all of those kids had just melted away.


Mum didn't really look like a mum, I thought then. She looked like a long-limbed drawing from a



Simplicity dress pattern: slender and tall, with surprised-looking eyes and a veil of shoulder-length honey-coloured hair. I clutched her hand, feeling the smoothness of her manicured nails, as she led Charlie and me into the dark.


The film was at least five years old. Charlie hadn't wanted to come. His schoolfriends were obsessed with Star Wars – all the boys fancied Princess Leia – but Charlie hadn't wanted to see that either. He preferred documentaries about real things, like the eerie fish that lurked at the bottom of oceans. ‘This film's for girls,’ he hissed, as we took our seats. ‘It's all kissing and love.’ He screwed up his face as if ‘love’ smelt of bad things – ageing meat, perhaps, or blocked drains.


‘Shush,’ Mum murmured back. ‘Stella and I have always wanted to see it.’


Charlie chomped morosely on his popcorn with his chin thrust out. I wanted to say, ‘You won the tickets – would you cheer up, for God's sake, and stop spoiling this?’ But the film had started. It wasn't a kissing movie at all. The man behind us – the one who'd been ogling Mum in the foyer – barked at one of his kids for dropping sweet cigarettes all over the floor.


Towards the end of the film I glimpsed Charlie's face. He was a year and a half older than me, old enough not to be scared of Dad's vexed stares and fraying temper, but still cried when the Railway Children's father came back from prison. The train pulled into the station, steam billowed and cleared on the platform, and there he was, their lovely dad, and my big brother's cheeks glistening wet. I was so horrified, I couldn't look at him.


As we walked home I wanted to hold Charlie's hand but I knew he would have shaken me off. He walked a little behind Mum and me, and kept stopping to peer into shop windows. ‘There's a trouser-suit pattern,’ Mum was telling me, ‘in Golden Hands magazine. I thought I'd make it for you for the concert – you're doing a solo this year, aren't you?’


‘Yes,’ I said, finding it hard to focus as she discussed possible trouser-suit colours. My head was filled with the dad in The Railway Children, and my friends’ fathers, and even the dads in the picture books I'd had when I was little – they'd let their kids wash the car and poke around with tools in the garage. We'd never done any of those things with our dad.


That evening I found Charlie curled upon his bed with an enormous book called Mysteries of the Deep, which he'd bought at a library sale. ‘What did you think of the film?’ I asked, really wanting to know why he'd cried.


‘Told you it'd be girly,’ Charlie said, without looking up.


I was nine years old and had figured that the dad part had got him. After all, I had Mum: I was a mini-her, everyone said, although I couldn't see the faintest resemblance. We did things together. We fitted, like spoons in a drawer.


And Dad? It felt like he wasn't there, even when we could hear him typing or banging his filing-cabinet drawers in his study. I didn't know any other dads who hid away in their study – who had a study at all, for that matter – or escaped to the garden in the midst of winter when there was nothing out there to be done.


Next door's front garden is all filled up. You can't see the gravel. It looks like a second-hand furniture shop with the shop bit removed. The path has been blocked by a plump sofa in such a fierce shade of fuchsia it's probably capable of sweating. The chunky man straddles the low wall that divides our meagre front gardens and bites into a pie. His mate perches daintily on the sofa's arm and tips Coke into his mouth.


A woman is running up the hill and lurches to a halt at the gate. ‘What the hell's going on?’ she yells. Her circular face peeps out from a thick bale of magenta hair. Behind her I can see the indistinct shapes of two scuffling children. The woman tries to force her way into the garden but is blocked by the sofa.


‘Is this our new house?’ a child trills behind her.


‘I want everything inside,’ the woman thunders, ‘before it's ruined.’ The chunky man pops the last lump of pie into his mouth and sweeps his hands across his trousers.


‘Is it?’ the little girl asks. She's wearing a pea-green mac that sticks out like a capital A. Her head and shoulders are entirely covered by a dome-shaped transparent umbrella.


‘Yes, Midge,’ the woman says, sounding defeated. The umbrella has antennae. It makes the child look like an alien, or how my younger pupils might draw an alien: triangular green body and a bubble for a head.


Behind her, hunched miserably on the pavement, a larger child loiters, shrouded in a hooded pink jacket. The alien steps daintily along the wall, then sees me at the window and starts waving madly. I wave back, then quickly turn away – I hate being caught spying – and



slip Dad's folded-up recipe into the red-and-gold Mexican box on the bookshelf. Crammed into it are eighteen years’ worth of meal solutions I've never cooked: Chicken Maryland, Duck a l'Orange, Pork and Apricot Casserole. Dishes requiring the uneasy pairing of meat and fruit. No matter how full the box looks when you take off the lid, there's always room for one more recipe. That's the thing about onionskin paper. It folds upto virtually nothing.


‘It won't go up,’ a removal man shouts, ‘not round that bend in the stairs.’


There's a dull scraping noise, and the woman's irate yapping. ‘She hit me three times,’ roars one of the kids. ‘She wants to blind me.’ Her accent isn't from round here – South Devon – but further north, maybe the Midlands. These children and that magenta-haired woman are my new neighbours.


‘She hit me first!’ the other child yelps. ‘She's a cow.’


‘Didn't!’


‘Did!’


I spend my working days teaching primary-school children. I enjoy kids – love their spirit, the way everything's fresh and new to them.


‘You stink of dog poo!’


But I don't want them living next door.


‘You're stupid. I hate you.’ Someone's crying now, and I assume it's the small one – the alien – but when I step outside it's the older girl whose tearful face peeps out from a hood.


‘Hi,’ I say, ‘I'm Stella, I live next—’


‘Huh,’ the woman mutters. She's edging backwards



out of the house, gripping one end of a salmon-coloured headboard.


‘You're gonna drop that,’ the smaller child announces.


‘Shut your face,’ the woman snaps.


‘Can we unpack now? I want my toys. What did you do with my light sabre?’


‘It's coming, easy now, easy,’ the woman says, as if she's assisting a birth and keeping her voice steady will make everything all right. A faded denim jacket is buttoned tightly across her broad chest.


‘Can I help with that?’ I ask.


She flashes a quick, taut smile. ‘We'll manage, thanks.’


‘I wish she was never born,’ declares the bigger child. She's leaning against a scuffed melamine wardrobe, patting her tender eye.


‘It'll have to go up,’ the woman announces. ‘You can't have a bed without a headboard.’


I could point out that mine doesn't have a headboard, but now might not be the right moment to discuss our differing taste in home furnishings. ‘It's so old,’ the bigger girl complains, still snivelling. ‘You said we were getting a new house, not a horrible stinky old house.’


‘I like it,’ chirps the smaller one. ‘There's probably ghosts.’


The woman props the headboard against the house and smoothes its velvet pile. ‘You could try hoisting it up,’ I suggest, ‘through the bedroom window. The stairs in these houses are so narrow – that's what I had to do with my bed when I moved in.’


‘Hoist it up,’ she says firmly. ‘Good idea.’


I smile, offer a hand. ‘I'm Stella.’


‘Diane. Bloody nightmare, moving. Everything soaking wet, ruined.’ She rubs her small, pebbly eyes, ignoring my outstretched hand. I try to give the older girl a neighbourly smile but she glowers at me, and it sags.


‘I'm Midge Price,’ shouts the alien, ‘and I'm seven and a quarter.’


‘And that's Jojo,’ her mother adds. ‘She's ten. Say hello to the lady, Jojo.’


Jojo looks like she's trying to shrink into her hood. Diane fishes a squashed Benson & Hedges packet and a lighter from her jacket pocket. The lighter makes a rasping noise and won't work.


The men are upstairs now, hanging out of the open window and gripping the rope, which they've lashed round the headboard. The little girl waves some weapon of mass destruction with a light-up blade that she's unearthed from a binliner.


‘Steady,’ Diane says, gazing up at the dangling headboard. She glances at me and says, ‘Cost me two hundred quid to have it re-covered, Cilla.’


‘Stella,’ I murmur. The headboard sways uneasily, like an aeroplane propellor. Perhaps it's just a temporary home: they'll discover that there are no other young kids at this end of Briar Hill – it's too quiet, too dull – and move back to wherever they came from.


The football-top man takes one hand off the rope. It springs from his grasp. The headboard's a living thing now, bouncing against the rendered front wall and living-room window to land in a heap of shattered glass, flattening the Christmas tree.


‘Two hundred quid,’ Diane whispers. Dark wood shows through the ripped velvet.


‘I want crisps,’ Jojo whines.


The alien, Midge, catches my eye. She's trying to keep her lips jammed together but a snort bursts out. She's laughing hysterically now, teetering on the wall in her bright yellow wellies, then falling and landing in a tangle of umbrella and light sabre on a heap of moist satin cushions.


Behind her, streaking the bruised lilac sky, is a rainbow.
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BUBBLE GUM


Paul Street Primary is a bright, airy school built on the site of the old Royale cinema. The music room, which doubles as the after-school club, has a row of acoustic guitars suspended from hooks on the wall, and another wall entirely made of glass, to which pupils have stuck drawings done in marker-pen on acetate (generally speaking, music lessons take place in school-furniture graveyards: seldom-used rooms filled with damaged tables and tremulous shelving).


Here, neatly seated and ready to play, is Sasha Rodgers, a delicate child with startling green eyes and the medical whiff of school soap. Here is Emily Catchpole, a talented flautist with speedy fingers that flick on and off keys like springing insects. Next to her, with grubby socks bunched at her ankles, is Laura Sweet. You can spot the children who'll soon decide they've picked the wrong instrument: they'll suddenly yearn to play drums, or bass guitar in a thrash metal band, deciding that music – at least, this kind of music – is for swots with troubled complexions and no friends. Laura is one of those kids. Right now, she's showing off the fake tattoo – entwined, spiky-stemmed roses – that circles her upper arm.


Willow Chambers thunders in and slams her tutor book on to the vacant stand. ‘Sorry,’ she gasps. ‘I thought it was Tuesday then realised I'd forgot.’


‘That's all right,’ I tell her. ‘Calm down. Take a few minutes to catch your breath. Now, everyone – Toby, could you at least look ready?’ Toby is the lone boy here and is feasting hungrily on a fingernail. ‘Where's your flute?’ I prompt him.


He continues to nibble the nail. Ignore bad behaviour, if you can. Recognise and celebrate the good. Jen the head teacher's mantra. ‘At Paul Street we focus on the positive,’ she says, at her introductory meeting with new children's parents. Second week of the school year, and I'm on at Toby already.


‘Are you chewing gum?’ I ask.


‘No, Miss Moon.’ His jaw sets rigid.


‘Okay, let's start with—’


‘We always start with scales,’ Toby announces. A whiff of gum, synthetically sweet.


‘Yes, we do, because it helps to warm up your flute, loosens the muscles ... You know this.’


He yawns dramatically. A flash of neon pink, embedded in a molar.


‘Please get rid of that chewing gum. You know where the bin is.’


‘There's no chewing gum,’ he says airily.


‘Do you want to leave this class? Stoplessons right now?’


A small smile tweaks his lips. Willow rolls her nose against her cardigan sleeve. I never thought I'd turn out like this, fizzing mad at things that don't matter. At college I'd visualised the kind of teacher I'd be: inspirational Stella, always addressed by her first name, capable of detecting the merest hint of musical ability and coaxing it from a child who'd



been written off as hopeless. Music had done this for me: become my thing, then pretty much my entire life, after the bad thing had happened. It had nothing to do with my celebrity dad, or colossal-brained brother. I really thought music could rescue a person.


Toby lifts his flute and swoops through his scales. He plays beautifully, the notes flooding the room. But the moment he's finished he shrinks back into his chair, his face partially concealed by a shock of black hair. He behaves as if his talent has been draped round him like an embarrassing cape.


Willow launches into the Fauré piece. She starts at a steady tempo, gradually gathering speed and cantering onwards until, cheeks blazing, she charges to the finish like an out-of-control horse.


‘Lovely, Willow,’ I tell her, ‘but try to play steadily next time, not so much of a rush.’


Willow mumbles something like, ‘I wasn't Russian.’


We discuss phrasing, how to take a breath so it doesn't sound like a gasp, as if you've been given an injection. Toby peers through his fringe at the acetate drawings on the window. ‘Okay,’ I say, as the kids put away their flutes, ‘remember to practise your minor scales for next week. And no chewing gum, Toby.’


‘It's not chewing gum, Miss. It's bubble gum.’ He hurtles out of the room, leaving a knocked-over stand and a chemical strawberry aroma.


Somewhere along the line, I've turned into the kind of teacher who loses her rag over gum.


[image: images]


My first flute teacher was an elderly lady called Mrs Bones. She had ivory skin and neat, closely packed teeth. The beads of her necklace were tiny black-and-white dice. ‘Breathing, Stella,’ she'd say, ‘it's all in the breathing.’ Sometimes she would devote entire lessons to breathing techniques. Push down the diaphragm, fill up the cavity to the maximum, the absolute maximum. I'd never thought of my angular nine-year-old body as having a diaphragm or a cavity. I pictured myself cross-sectioned in a medical book, filled with billowing air.


The building where Mrs Bones lived had oddly shaped windows, like circles and half-moons. The house had been split into four flats, and Mrs Bones lived at the top. From the outside you couldn't work out where one flat ended and the next one started, how they fitted together.


Mrs Bones was the only person I knew who lived in a flat. Our house was detached, with an assortment of sturdy outbuildings, wooden sheds and unruly herbaceous borders. Dad would try to tame them, digging up plants and shifting them, then moving them back to their original positions. I rarely saw him do anything practical in the house. Annoying things, like a wobbly shelf or a tap that couldn't be turned off, remained broken until we stopped noticing the wobbles and drips. Kids at school assumed I went home every night to a grand dinner, but Dad didn't even cook for us. Mum said, ‘Your father works very hard. He's had quite enough of food at the end of the day.’


It was an ordinary Saturday afternoon when she came to collect me from Mrs Bones. Mum spoke quietly in the shadowy flat, as if she, too, was afraid of being



told off for not using her diaphragm properly. ‘I'd like a word, Mrs Moon,’ Mrs Bones said. She ushered Mum into the kitchenette off the living room. I waited on the brocade armchair, breathing in old lavender and dust.


‘Stella has an exceptional talent,’ Mrs Bones murmured, ‘which must be encouraged at all costs. It's imperative that this child is given full support to achieve her potential.’ Her voice grew louder until she sounded almost angry. ‘We're talking about her future, Mrs Moon,’ she added firmly.


‘Yes, of course,’ my mother said. She trod softly into the living room. Pink patches were showing through the powder on her cheeks. She squeezed my hand as we stepped carefully down the twisting stone stairs. Instead of heading through the town centre she took me to Bay Street, where the shops had sagging, moss-covered roofs, and some rarely bothered to open. I knew this street. Mum and I had come here, to Grieves and Aitken, to buy my first flute.


‘Where are we going?’ I asked, as we approached the shop, but Mum didn't answer. A gilded harp stood in the music shop's window. My eyes followed the sweeping curve of its frame: it was beautiful.


I realised Mum was gazing at it too. ‘Isn't it lovely?’ I asked.


‘Yes,’ she said. She swallowed hard, then blinked at me, mustering a smile.


‘What is it?’ I asked.


‘A harp,’ she said, deliberately misunderstanding.


‘I wish I could play it. I bet it's really hard.’


Mum turned away and pushed open the door. ‘Come on,’ she said, ‘let's see what we can find in here.’


Inside the shop smelt of oiled wood. ‘Can I help you, Mrs Moon?’ Mr Grieves asked. He had a shiny bald patch and a soft-looking grey moustache. I assumed he could play every instrument in the shop – I was convinced he did so the minute the ‘Closed’ sign went up – and wondered if the moustache hindered his secret performances.


‘Stella would like to try all your flutes,’ Mum announced. She was wearing a fitted trouser suit – a larger version of the one she'd made for me from Golden Hands magazine – in a colour she called burnt orange.


My face had flushed, and I was aware of a panicky sensation beneath my ribs. ‘I don't need—’ I began.


‘Just try them,’ Mum said.


Mr Grieves pieced together a selection and I played them in turn. They were ordinary, no better than the perfectly good flute I'd been playing for the past two years. ‘This,’ he said, when I'd finished, ‘is something special.’ He delved into a cupboard close to the floor and placed a slender black case on the glass counter.


He opened it, pieced the flute together and handed it to me. It felt weightier than my own instrument, and more precious than anything I'd ever touched. I wasn't grown-up enough to be let loose with something so special. I was sure I'd lose control of my hands, that they'd flop open and the flute would land with a terrible crack on the shop's cold tiled floor. ‘Just play, darling,’ Mum whispered.


I lifted the flute to my mouth. I never felt nervous playing in concerts but now my lower lip buzzed, as if an insect had landed upon it. Mr Grieves had brought



through a spindly wooden chair from the back room for Mum to sit on. I took a breath. The sound poured out like water. Mum sat with her legs neatly crossed at the ankles, drinking me in.


‘The headjoint is solid silver,’ Mr Grieves said, when I'd stopped playing. ‘I don't think you'll hear a richer, fuller sound.’ Richer, fuller: like the coffee adverts on TV. I played some more. I didn't want to stop. An old lady outside was gazing into the shop. Mr Grieves patted his moustache and had a conversation with Mum about money, which I pretended not to hear. I knew we weren't poor – we had just had our kitchen refurbished, complete with turquoise Formica-topped breakfast bar – but the price of the flute still made me feel dizzy. Mum wrote a cheque and I carried out the flute, snug in its case, in my arms.


Next door to Grieves and Aitken there was an Italian café where sorbets were served in hollowed-out fruits. ‘Lovely Eleanor,’ announced Dino, the owner, touching my mother's arm. She chose lime sorbet. I had lemon. I didn't like sorbet – I'd rather have had raspberry ripple ice-cream – but I wanted to be grown-up and elegant like Mum. Our sorbets came with mint leaves on top. I opened the flute case on the table. ‘It's beautiful,’ I said.


‘You deserve it. You've been practising so hard lately.’


‘What will Dad say?’


‘It doesn't matter. This isn't about Dad.’


‘But it's not Christmas,’ I protested, ‘or my birthday, and Dad says—’


‘Our whole lives revolve round him,’ she snapped. ‘What about you, me, Charlie? He's not interested in



either of you, he—’ She caught herself, and scraped a spoonful of sorbet from its shell. Usually she stuck up for Dad, pretending that we were a fully functioning family. Now she'd blown the housekeeping money on a flute. ‘I don't want you to miss out,’ she added, ‘on any chances in life.’


I was going to ask, ‘What chances?’ then noticed that her eyes were brimming with tears, which were threatening to spill into the lime shell. ‘He'll be mad,’ I said, ‘if he knows how much it cost.’


Mum smiled unsteadily. ‘Then we won't tell him.’


‘Okay. We'll keep it a secret.’


I felt warm inside, even though I'd wolfed down my sorbet. Mum stared down at the flute, gleaming in its purple velvet nest, and said, ‘Never tell your dad that this is anything special.’


Jen sips her beer and asks, ‘And how was the delightful Toby today?’


‘Grumbling about playing scales, refusing to spit out his gum ...’ Put that way, my gripes seem pathetic. He's just a child, an immensely talented child.


‘You could kick him out of your group,’ Jen says, knowing I won't do that. We've been friends since we were fourteen. These damp planks we're sitting on now, at the far end of the jetty, are where we used to leap off into the sea.


‘It's not serious enough to kick him out. You know how talented he is.’


Jen rolls her eyes. ‘He's foul, Stella. Had to call in his parents last week. He's been bullying Alexander Holt – a year-two kid, for God's sake, four years younger than



Toby. Pushed him downstairs, said he'd do worse if he told. That's the kind of monster we're talking about.’


‘Let's just give it a few more weeks,’ I say, draining my glass.


‘He doesn't deserve it. There are lots of other kids who are keen to get started.’


I stroll back along the jetty and jumpdown on to the sand. Seaweed is draped over beached boats like wet hair. A girl and a boy are grabbing handfuls to fling at each other. Jen lands on the beach behind me. ‘Still no word from Robert?’ she asks, as we pick our way between the boats.


‘Nothing. I've left a message – he hasn't even called back.’


The girl scampers past, waving seaweed, the thick, slimy kind, like crimp-edged pasta. Water sprays off, hitting my shirt. ‘Sorry, Miss Moon,’ the girl shouts.


‘That's okay, Laura.’


‘Doesn't he hang around after lessons,’ Jen continues, ‘saying what a “good friend” you are?’


‘I think he just wants someone to talk to.’


‘I can't believe he stood you up,’ she announces, kicking a stranded buoy out of her path. ‘What do you see in him?’


‘He's a friend, Jen. He's kind, sensitive—’


‘Gorgeous?’ she cuts in.


‘Well, yes.’ I don't tell her he's the first man I've noticed – really noticed – since Alex. Something about him tugs at my heart: the way he tries to be the best dad he can be, the way he flounders over his scales. I want to help him, hold him.


‘Can he play?’ Jen asks.


I shake my head, laughing. ‘He struggles, never seems to improve. At first I thought he only carried on with lessons to get a breather from the kids. But since Verity left—’


‘He just wants to see you.’


I shrug, batting off her suggestion.


‘Has he ever pounced on you?’


The thought of Robert pouncing, panther-style, makes me splutter. ‘Of course not. He wouldn't dare, even if he wanted to.’


‘Why don't you?’


‘What?’ I ask, feigning innocence.


‘Kiss Robert. Peel off his clothes ...’


We smother our laughter, conscious of Laura, who's within earshot, stirring stagnant water in a beached rowing-boat with a stick. ‘I'm out of practice,’ I hiss. ‘Wouldn't know where to start.’


‘With the shirt,’ Jen suggests. ‘Not the socks.’


‘If it happens, I'll phone you. You can talk me through it.’


‘You think I remember?’ She sniggers. ‘I don't undress Simon. He'd think I'd been reading some dumb sex manual ...’


Alex used to undress me, piece by piece. ‘You have the perfect body,’ he said, the first time I stood naked before him. I wanted to laugh and point out the lack of what women's magazines refer to as curves. As a teenager I worried that I'd need an operation to become a proper woman.


‘Still miss Alex?’ Jen asks, reading my thoughts.


I could lie: Of course not. He drove me mad with his



crazes, his butterfly mind. I'm over him now, glad that he left. Life's so much better without him.


The words are out before I can stop them. ‘Yes,’ I say, ‘I really do.’
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‘Stella, can't believe I've done this ... so embarrassed ... something came up – it went right out of my mind ...’ Robert's voice limps from the answer phone, sounding tinny and hopeless. ‘Hope you didn't go to any trouble,’ the message ends.


I rifle the kitchen for acceptable edibles and find a jar of marinated peppers, which I bought in the fancy deli during a shopping day with Jen. She was trying to choose some food for her son Elliot to minimise the risk of starvation when he left for university. A ‘starter hamper’, she called it. Jen was flapping in shops crammed with flavoured oils and pungent cheeses. She couldn't remember what he liked and disliked, and kept snatching non-starterish foods, like pickled walnuts and anchovy relish.


I drape the peppers over a hunk of French bread and eat on the sofa, over a dinner plate to catch the crumbs. There's a programme called Dirty Business on TV, about restaurants infested with rodents and bugs. ‘What you're ordering here,’ says a gaunt man in glasses, ‘is our little friend salmonellosis ...’It sounds harmless – cute, even. Like something my brother Charlie might have discussed in his PhD thesis: Agnostic Behaviour and Population Dynamics of Euphausiid Crustaceans. I flipchannels to a gardening show in



which a shiny-faced woman is helping to erect a hideous water feature. Distressed-looking cherubs cluster round a central plinth.


Before he moved out – before he announced that he didn't ‘feel right’, whatever that meant – Alex decided that a water feature would act as a focal point in our back garden. I'd assumed that flowers were meant to be the focal point: wasn't that why people had gardens? He plonked a catalogue called Aqua Designs on my music stand, obscuring Mozart's Flute Concerto in G. I stared at a monstrous structure entitled Village Pumpin Textured Resin. ‘It looks like a concrete penis,’ I said.


‘Not that one,’ Alex retorted, flipping to the correct page. ‘See? It's a figure-of-eight.’ He jabbed at a bleak-looking structure, which looked like two dog bowls connected by a feeding trough.


‘What's it for?’


‘It's for aerating and energising water. We can use it to irrigate the garden, and bring oxygen to—’


‘We don't need to irrigate,’ I pointed out. ‘This is Devon, not Africa.’


He complained that I lacked imagination, wouldn't try anything new or different. Why else would I have left Devon to study in London, then scuttled back to my home town? I said, ‘If I hadn't, you'd never have met me.’


Alex snatched the water-feature brochure and prodded the Mozart. ‘You're more interested in some bloke who died in 1870,’ he muttered.


‘1791,’ I teased him.


After three years together – and, I assumed, thoroughly cheesed off with the air-filled void where my



imagination should have been – Alex forced me to try something new and different, because he left me.


He still sneaks into my head when I least expect him. I don't want him there, don't want him back. ‘I don't want him,’ I tell the gardening woman and her dribbling fountain.


‘Next week,’ she chirps, ‘we'll transform a dismal backyard into a Mediterranean-style courtyard with a few bits and pieces you'll have lying around your home.’ What does she mean exactly? An old clothes-horse, filing cabinet or deceased tumble-dryer?


I still wonder if things might have turned out differently with Alex and me if I'd agreed to a figure-of-eight water feature.


Midge, the younger girl from next door, is yelping from the front garden wall – my garden wall. I keep my gaze firmly fixed on the TV. ‘I'm desperate,’ she chirps, clutching her groin. By the time I reach the front door the older one, Jojo, is thumping rhythmically on the glass panel.


‘Hi, girls,’ I say, half opening the door. ‘Isn't your mum—’


‘We need the toilet,’ Jojo announces.


‘Can't you use the one in your house?’


Midge leaps down from the wall, performing a desperate-for-bathroom wiggle. ‘She's still at work,’ she says.


‘You mean you're locked out?’


‘She didn't lock us out. She's just not in.’ She says this as if I have the comprehension of a cat flea.


‘Okay, come in. Loo's upstairs, first door on the—’


‘We know,’ Midge retorts. ‘Our house is the same as yours.’


‘But not as fancy,’ Jojo adds, following her sister as she thunders upstairs. The juddering sound of the bath's Jacuzzi setting comes from the bathroom. The multi-functioning bath was here when I bought the house – before Alex moved in – and has never done anything more useful than make a low rumble like an underground train. There's muffled giggling, the whir of loo roll being unravelled. ‘Everything okay?’ I call up nervously.


‘Yeah,’ they yell in unison. I hope they're not prying in the bathroom cabinet. This is my house; these are my things. I'm used to well-behaved pupils being here, not sniggering neighbours.


I pull out the music for tonight's lessons: Sophie at five, Jade at six thirty. I have taken on more private pupils since Alex left, nearly doubling my workload. My diary is packed with names and times, as if it belongs to someone with billions of friends and a dizzying social life.


Midge clatters into the living room and smears wet hands on the front of her skirt. She has springy pale gold hair and an old-fashioned face that belongs on a biscuit tin or a Pears Soap wrapper. ‘I like your house,’ she says, through a mouth crammed with sweets. ‘It's very tidy. But it smells funny.’


‘Does it? What of?’


‘Don't know. Kind of new, like a shop.’


Clean, she means. Alex despaired of my need for tidy surroundings. When he caught me pairing up his shoes in the hall, he said, ‘You're acting like my mother.’



After that I tried to stop tidying his things, because the last thing I wanted to be was his mother.


‘One person doesn't make much mess,’ I tell Midge.


‘You live in this massive house all by yourself?’


‘It's not that big,’ I say, laughing. ‘Just the same size as yours.’


Jojo stomps in, casting off her red school sweatshirt to reveal a grubby polo shirt and a necklace of pink plastic fairies joined by their outstretched arms. She perches on the sofa, her pale grey eyes flicking suspiciously around my living room. Midge examines the bookshelf with her head cocked to one side, trying to read spines. Make yourselves at home, I think.


‘I like your hair,’ Midge announces. ‘How d'you get it like that?’


‘Like what?’


‘Kind of ginger.’


‘It's more ... brownish, really. It's a colour you put on, called henna.’


‘You dye it,’ Jojo announces. ‘I said she did, didn't I, Midge? So does our mum. Last time she used the wrong sort of dye and it rained and ran down her face.’ She rests her upper body on the table, causing it to wobble dangerously, and flicks through the stack of sheet music. ‘What's this?’ she asks.


‘It's sheet music. You know I'm a teacher, don't you? Well, I teach flute ...’


‘Is this it?’ She lifts the slender black case from the table and picks at the catch.


‘Yes, that's it. Please leave it alone, Jojo.’


The case opens. ‘Can I have a go?’ she asks, prodding a key with her index finger.


‘Not with that one. That's my special—’


‘Just a tiny go,’ she insists.


‘Mum says it's nice to share,’ Midge adds, smirking.


‘Will your mum be home soon?’ I ask, glancing at my watch.


‘Could be ages,’ Midge declares. ‘I think she's going to the supermarket, then she'll maybe see her friend Gail what she works with.’


I take the flute case from Jojo, shut it firmly and place it on top of the bookshelf. Sophie is due for her lesson in fifteen minutes. ‘Aren't you a bit young to be left waiting outside on your own?’ I ask.


‘No,’ Midge retorts. ‘I'm seven and a quarter, she's ten, and I'm starving.’


‘She ate all my sweets,’ Jojo adds accusingly.


All I can offer are tangerines, apples, grapes – ‘We don't like fruit,’ Midge informs me – and rice cakes, which the girls nibble at reluctantly, producing an impressive flurry of crumbs on their laps and the floor. ‘Look at this,’ Jojo says, extending a finger. A splinter peeps out from a small area of angry pink.


‘It looks really painful. We should get it out.’


‘How?’


‘Hang on a minute.’ I run upto the bathroom and fish tweezers from my makeup bag. A sweet packet – Chewy Jewels – lies crumpled in the washbasin. The toilet roll has been hastily wound back on to its tube.


I find Jojo trying to gouge out the splinter with grubby fingernails. ‘Let me try,’ I say, tweezing its end but feeling awkward – surely a mother should take charge of splinter removal?


‘Ow!’ she shrieks. ‘You're pushing it in. I'll get blood poisoning.’


‘Sit still,’ I mutter. Her breathing is noisy, chesty. I suspect that she's the kind of child who is always starting or finishing a cold. She rubs her damp nose against her non-splintered hand.


Midge peers intently over my shoulder, as if she's been allowed into an operating theatre to watch a complex surgical procedure. ‘Eugh,’ she mutters. The splinter slides out, leaving a tiny hole.


‘Midge! Jojo!’ yells Diane, from the street.


‘Mum's home,’ Jojo says glumly.


‘Christ, you two,’ Diane snaps, pushing past me as I let her in, ‘what are you playing at, bothering Cilla?’


‘Stella,’ Midge corrects her.


‘She pulled a thing out my finger with tweezers,’ Jojo announces. ‘It really hurt.’


Diane frowns and squints at me. Her burgundy lipstick has meandered over her lip line. Beneath her denim jacket she is wearing a purple T-shirt depicting Freddie Mercury with a bare chest and multi-chained necklace. ‘I'm sorry,’ she mutters, although I'm not sure what for, as she ushers the girls over the low brick wall.


Jojo is telling her mother, ‘She gave us these horrible biscuits that smelt of sick.’


I close the door, brush up rice-cake crumbs from the sofa and floor, and pluck more Chewy Jewel wrappers from between the cushions. The aroma of gummy sweets hangs in the air. Sophie's mother's car pulls up, and my pupil trips out, her blonde hair secured in immaculate plaits. ‘Be good now, play your best,’ her mother says, planting a kiss on the child's pale forehead.


‘Hello, Miss Moon, how are you?’ the child asks, like a mini grown-up. She fits her flute together and places her scales book carefully on the stand.


Music pounds through from next door. ‘Let's start by running through your arpeggios,’ I say, over twanging guitars.


Sophie starts to play, but her notes crumple beneath the sheer weight of ‘Killer Queen’. She tugs anxiously at a plait. ‘What's that music?’ she whispers.


‘Just my new neighbours.’


‘Who are they?’


‘Two girls and their mum. You might know Jojo and Midge Price from school.’


She shakes her head quickly. ‘Where's their dad?’


‘I don't know.’


‘Do they always play music this—’


There's an abrupt zipping noise – a needle being swiped across vinyl – then Diane's voice cuts through the wall as she roars, ‘Don't you go round there again, bothering that woman, do you hear me? She could be anyone.’
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